









‘I tremble lest my powers of thought are not what they ought to be’: Reputation and the masculine anxieties of an eighteenth–century statesman
Henry French, University of Exeter

This chapter deals with the efforts of one man, the Norfolk landowner, MP and cabinet minister William Windham, to live up to his own expectations of what a statesman should be in the later eighteenth century, and the damage that his reflections on those efforts caused to his posthumous reputation. It will explore these reflections and their subsequent reception as a case study of aspects of masculine identity and political leadership in eighteenth and nineteenth-century Britain.
	As G. J. Barker-Benfield and Philip Carter have emphasized, debates about sensibility and politeness in the eighteenth century had the concept of sincerity at their core.​[1]​ Although the controversy over Lord Chesterfield’s Letters after 1774 did not ignite this concern, it reiterated and focused long-standing fears that efforts to ‘civilise’ elite masculinity, by stressing self-possession, -presentation and -control, would create men who were insincere, deceptive and therefore dishonourable.​[2]​ Men destined for public life were taught repeatedly and consistently that virtue could ultimately only come from within.​[3]​ This required eternal vigilance. Within the Windham family, Benjamin Stillingfleet, tutor to William’s father (William Windham I, 1717-61), had written injunctions in verse form in the 1730s:

	But the main stress of all our Cares must lye,
To watch ourselves with strict and constant Eye…
	For he who hopes a Victory to Win,
O’er other Men, must with himself begin:’​[4]​

	In fact, despite an expensive education, and high hopes among his peers, Windham senior never distinguished himself in public life.​[5]​ His only son William II (1750-1810) did, but throughout his life wrestled with the concept of sincerity, and the high expectations and standards that such a rule induced. It was never enough for him to appear to be the most refined, eloquent, accomplished, learned and poised man in his circle. Rather, Windham constantly chastised himself for falling short of these standards, and for the ever-present danger that he might settle for being less than he aspired to be. As will be shown, this was a recipe for neurotic indecision as much as a spur to greater things.
	Windham’s example also illustrates the interior struggles inherent within the formation elite masculine identities in the public sphere. Ben Griffin has illustrated these processes convincingly for the second half of the nineteenth century, and their relationship to the question of female suffrage.​[6]​ He demonstrates that masculine norms saturated contemporary rules of political behaviour and politicians’ value judgements about their peers and themselves. This created a ‘widely supported normative ideal of masculinity’ within parliamentary life, from which it was difficult and politically dangerous to deviate.​[7]​ This ideal was policed externally, by ‘public heckling, humiliation and ostracism’ within the Commons, and internally by the collective association of political masculinity with the ‘class-specific notions of gentlemanliness’ that governed modes of speech, comportment and normative behaviour.​[8]​ Windham’s struggles show that although some constituent components of ‘gentlemanliness’ changed between the 1780s and the 1880s, it functioned as the primary tool of normative (self-)diagnosis among the political elite in the eighteenth as well as the nineteenth century.




By the time of his death in 1810, William Windham’s public reputation had gelled into a fairly consistent form. In many respects, he was regarded by his contemporaries as a paragon of elite masculinity. Few dissented in print from the verdict expressed in The Weekly Entertainer of 16th July 1810.

He was at once the Scholar and the Christian, or to say everything in one simple term, he was the perfect English gentleman.​[9]​

His friend Edward Malone described him as ‘unquestionably the most distinguished man of the present time’, and (alluding to the deaths of Pitt and Fox), ‘in many respects, not inferior to the most admired characters of the age that is just gone by’.​[10]​ Malone justified this opinion by reference to each element of Windham’s life and career. Born in May 1750, Windham was the only child of William Windham and Sarah Lukin. The Windhams had acquired the Felbrigg estate in north Norfolk in 1461,​[11]​ building the Hall in the 1620s,​[12]​ and serving as MPs, JPs and militia colonels in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.​[13]​ William’s father had been a very accomplished polymath, educated in Geneva,​[14]​ and at Eton, William Jr.

Was generally acknowledged to surpass all his fellows in whatever he took to perform; in addition to his superiority in classical attainments, he was the best cricketer, the best leaper, swimmer, rower, skaiter; the best fencer, the best boxer, the best runner, and the best horseman, of his time.​[15]​

(In fact, Windham appears to have left Eton under a cloud, having taken part in a riot by pupils in 1766).​[16]​ At Oxford, he was ‘highly distinguished for his application to various studies; for his love of enterprise, for that frank and graceful address, and that honourable deportment, which gave lustre to his character through every period of his life’.​[17]​ In the 1770s and 1780s, Windham had lived at the centre of social, cultural and political life in London. He was a friend of Samuel Johnson, James Boswell and Sir Joshua Reynolds.​[18]​ He had been one of the last people to speak to Johnson a few days before his death. He was a close friend and staunch political ally of Edmund Burke, earned his parliamentary spurs in the impeachment of Warren Hastings in 1788, and had then broken with the Whigs and Charles James Fox to serve with Pitt in the 1790s, ending up as ‘Secretary-at-War’, responsible for running guerrilla operations in revolutionary France using a rag-bag of émigrés and exiles.​[19]​ In addition, he had also found time to be a good friend and correspondent of the actress Sarah Siddons,​[20]​ as well as a robust defender of bare-knuckle prize-fighting and bull-baiting.​[21]​
However, the panegyrics to Windham published between 1810 and 1812 need to be seen in the partisan context of the final years of the Napoleonic wars. Although the loyalist authors admitted that Windham’s opinions were sometimes wilful, anachronistic or hopelessly romantic, particularly in relation to the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy or the Peninsula campaign, they championed his sincerity and consistency. In fact, Windham had been criticised repeatedly for political inconsistency, or even lack of principle in, first, leaving the Opposition in 1792, joining the cabinet in 1794, and then for breaking with Pitt in 1801, and speaking harshly of him after his death in 1806.​[22]​ A pro-Whig political commentary published in 1804 noted that when Windham left the opposition in 1793 ‘it must be frankly confessed that Mr W. at this period was very unpopular… [and] considered by some as utterly devoid of principle’.​[23]​ Since then ‘neither as a politician nor as a patriot hath he of late years (at least according to the Oppositionists) added much to his celebrity’.​[24]​
Obituary writers sought to retrieve his reputation by emphasizing the purity of his motives, and his incorruptible character, erudition, manners and self-control. The New Annual Register asserted that:

...hardly any public man has less differed from himself than Mr Windham has done. From the outset of his career to the close of it, he was the uniform enemy of parliamentary reform. In his zeal for the improvement of the army, his attachment to the crown and aristocracy, and his protection of the real comforts of the common people, he will be found to have been equally consistent.​[25]​

However, the author was forced to admit that Windham ‘altered his mind on the question of the slave trade’, and came to oppose its immediate abolition.​[26]​ More ingeniously, the Gentleman’s Magazine suggested that although Windham’s overriding desire to preserve ‘the Constitution in its original purity’ had led him initially to support the opposition, when they failed to endorse the government’s efforts to preserve it by declaring war on France, ‘it may be said, that the opposition seceded from him rather than that he seceded from them’.​[27]​ The Edinburgh Annual Register was slightly more balanced. It noted that 

whatever may have been the errors of Mr Windham’s judgement... that, though there was no set of men in the state, to whom his independent politics had not caused at some period occasional offence, there was not an individual of his acquaintance, in or out of government, who did not uniformly retain... an unqualified respect for the purity of his motives.​[28]​

In the late Napoleonic years, then, Windham’s reputation settled as being one of masculine firmness of character and opinions, even in the face of prevailing political opposition and popular opinion. These led him to espouse ideas that were regarded by some contemporaries as eccentric, such as his determined advocacy of bare-knuckle boxing or bull-baiting, or his opposition to parliamentary reporting.​[29]​ Similarly, although his speeches were praised for the ‘logical connection and judicious disposition of his arguments’, they were sometimes described as too digressive and ‘metaphysical’.​[30]​ Sir John Sinclair commended Windham’s ‘fluent and copious, elegant and impressive, easy and natural’ speaking style, but admitted that his ‘mode of reasoning was, perhaps, too subtle and refined’ for a parliamentary audience.​[31]​ Yet, such traits were depicted as evidence of ‘the easy independence of Mr Windham’s character’, free from concerns of party or popularity.​[32]​ Similarly, his personal poise, good manners, erudition and bravery were held up as a model for others.





However, Windham’s diary, which he kept between 1784 and his death in June 1810, presented a very different, much less sure-footed, and much more tortured personality, beset by self-doubt and an inability to live up to his own high ideals. Even during his life, others had observed curious inconsistencies in Windham’s personality. The portrait painter Joseph Farrington described him as:
... a man of a very restless temper. Changeable, and determined in little matters. He will ride, He will walk, He will do neither – doubting & uncertain.​[34]​
Farrington also noted the hostility that Windham generated by his attack on Pitt, during the latter’s final illness,​[35]​ and recorded Sir George Beaumont’s judgement that in cabinet Windham had been ‘wavering & indecisive there was no end to His doubts’.​[36]​
	In fact, Windham had more time for self-examination and reproaches in the years before he joined Pitt’s ministry in 1794. In the first ten years of the diary, though, three themes recurred. The first was Windham’s preoccupation with the continued pursuit of his literary, historical, philosophical and mathematical studies. On 8th Feb. 1784, he reproached himself for having done nothing about them since the start of the year:

Not an attempt made to resume mathematics; no Latin written, little read; no Greek even looked into, no translation; no progress made in any author; nothing but a little odd information collected, of history, physiology, and biography.​[37]​

	That autumn, Windham revisited Oxford, and lamented that in the thirteen years since his departure, he had not improved his knowledge or his scholarship further. This led to a deeper reflection on how he had frittered away the intervening years.

Other men, if they have been idle, have been happy; others, if they have sacrificed the hopes of future good, have sacrificed them to present enjoyment. To what have I sacrificed them?​[38]​

	He repeated these concerns in January 1785, noting that he had failed in studies ‘requiring continued application. A man may be a poet, an essayist, and a philosopher, who lives that way, but he cannot be an historian, a philologer, nor a mathematician’.​[39]​ The problem was that he found it very difficult to settle into a steady working routine. He bewailed his neglect. ‘How different is the state of each period as it actually happened! How useless! How unproductive! How joyless! How unsatisfactory!’​[40]​ It is interesting that at this stage in his life, possibly influenced by Johnson’s recent demise, Windham judged his performance much more as a scholar than as a public figure or politician. As Windham admitted to his correspondent Mrs Crewe in 1790, he often found himself ‘a politician among scholars, and a scholar among politicians’.​[41]​
	Even in 1790, when he was more established as an MP, he had resolved ‘to apply for a certain number of hours each day and for a certain number of days’, to read Sophocles, ‘some Pindar, then a book of Thucydides, then a large portion of Homer, taking Plutarch perhaps at the same time; either then, too, or after, I must take a good many plays of Aristophanes’.​[42]​ He was amazed that such a scheme had not occurred to him before. ‘What infatuation, bordering upon madness, that in the number of years that have rolled over my head, such a trial should never have been made!’​[43]​ A year later, though, he was again lamenting his sins of omission.​[44]​
	Windham was concerned to pursue such studies for two reasons. On the one hand, he believed that he had a personal destiny and duty to develop this knowledge to its utmost, because he had shown real abilities in understanding and criticising classical literature, and in mathematics, at school and university. In addition, his friendship with Johnson, and his continuing membership of the Literary Club, projected him into an intellectual milieu in which sustained scholarship was expected. On the other hand, Windham also believed that the application required for intense study was beneficial to him in establishing a healthy working regimen, of getting up early, concentrating on meaningful pursuits, and avoiding intemperate habits, and because it trained his mind and memory for Parliamentary speaking and public life. Study focused his mind on concrete objectives, and promoted ‘that exertion and vigilance which I used to employ in the government of my own thoughts’.​[45]​ This mental discipline was particularly necessary to focus his thoughts, mobilise his memory and formulate his arguments in Parliamentary debates.
	If Windham was concerned to ensure that ambitions were not sabotaged by his working regimen, a second area of concern was his physical health. After being debilitated by a three-month bout of illness in the autumn of 1779, caused by catching a chill while on duty with the county militia, Windham kept a close watch on his health, and his ‘weak frame’.​[46]​ He made a close association between his physical and mental ‘powers’, perhaps because he was aware that the strains inflicted by his ‘habit of indecision’ sometimes had physical repercussions. So, for example, in June 1787, he noted that he had begun the day feeling ‘particularly strong and clear, but lost some of the advantage by a foolish contest with myself, whether a wish of exercising my horse before dinner… should be indulged or not’.​[47]​ The following day he recorded that he had been ‘low in spirits and feeble in mind’ as a consequence.​[48]​
His desires for a more stable, consistent working routine arose partly on health grounds, in order to generate what he termed a better ‘feel’ – that is, mental and physical confidence.​[49]​ Although he never quite acknowledged it, Windham perceived that he felt better when he had least time to dwell on his concerns. Caught up in the impeachment proceedings against Warren Hastings in April 1787, he observed ‘that the period of my attendance there was a very happy one. The causes which made it so must, one would think, be mental’.​[50]​ The necessity of having to deal with an immediate political issue gave him a sense of purpose that he found was otherwise often lacking. ‘A thousand inabilities which I have admitted to operate against general study were overruled by the strong necessity under which I then acted’.​[51]​
Over time, Windham’s concerns about his health focused on two areas, both of which were of direct relevance to his public career. In September 1791, he expressed concern about his memory. More than once within the previous three or four years, he had been ‘seized with sudden suspensions of the power of recollection, which have made me [suppose]… my memory was not so good as it had been’, particularly in remembering names.​[52]​ Recently, this deficiency appeared to have become ‘so considerable as to leave little doubt of a change either permanent or temporary’, filling Windham with ‘alarming apprehensions’. Secondly, after returning from his visit to the front-lines in Belgium in the summer of 1793, Windham detected a ‘symptom, which is altogether new, and not a little alarming, of a relaxation in the organs of speech, so as perceptibly to affect my pronunciation’.​[53]​ By March the following year, this had ‘increased to such a degree, as to become a considerable inconvenience, besides the apprehensions which it may naturally excite’.​[54]​ Again, these symptoms had such obvious implications for Windham’s public life, because it led him to ‘distrust’ his own abilities and produced ‘a disinclination… to talk’.
Neither of these complaints got any worse, but both were symptoms of the constant scrutiny to which Windham subjected himself, and of his preoccupation with his own abilities, and the ways in which (consciously or unconsciously) he was not fully realising them. This linked to the third theme, Windham’s constant scrutiny of his own performance as a man in public, and the constant questioning of his own reactions and inclinations. Although he acknowledged his rhetorical skills, he continued to suspect his own abilities, and sought constantly to improve. In June 1785, he recorded that he had been ‘in no good state to speak’ when he rose to address the House, but had ‘contrived somehow to steady and recover’, so much so that it was the ‘fashion to talk of what I did as a rather capital performance’.​[55]​ However, for Windham this was simply

A strong proof on what cheap terms reputation for speaking is acquired, or how capricious the world is in its allotment of it to different people. There is not a speech of mine which, in comparison with one of [Sir Philip] Francis’​[56]​, would either for language or matter, bear examination for one moment; yet about my performances in that way a great fuss is made, while of his nobody speaks a word.​[57]​

	In fact, Windham tended to berate himself either for speaking well in the House without adequate preparation, or, for not speaking when he felt he should have done. In 1798, he observed that his ‘infatuation in not speaking exceeds all that I have ever known’, and criticised his own behaviour, even though the debate had turned out as he had wished.

My regret arises not merely from what I have lost, but from the distrust excited of the effect of any resolution I can form on any occasion and of the power of acting in the moment.​[58]​

	This distress resulted partly from passing up opportunities to shape the course of events, but also from a more deep-seated concern about his courage and resolve in both public and private matters.
	This linked back to his frustrations about his inability to motivate himself in his scholarly endeavours. He realised that his ‘habit of indecision’ was corrosive, because ‘it wastes my time, consumes my strength, converts comfort into vexation and distress, deprives me of various pleasures and involves me in innumerable difficulties’.​[59]​ More significantly, Windham constantly looked for signs of irresolution, or lack of courage, in his actions and reactions. In July 1793, he accompanied the Duke of York to the battle-fields of Flanders. He rode about the front-lines, in places where soldiers had been killed, but had avoided engaging directly in an action nearby. He acknowledged that it would have been regarded as absurdly risky for a government minister to become involved in the fight, ‘yet I felt something below what some might have expected’.​[60]​ Later, he reflected that ‘I cannot help viewing myself in the character of a man, who has fallen in some measure below, what was expected from him’.​[61]​




Windham’s diaries ran to more than twenty volumes, and covered the whole of his political career, from 1784 until his death after an operation in 1810. Selections from them were published in January 1866, edited by a relative, Cecilia Anne Baring, wife of Henry Baring of the banking family. These have been checked against the surviving originals, and although the published extracts form only a small proportion of the total, they focus accurately on entries that reveal Windham’s reactions, thoughts and beliefs.​[62]​ In the preface, Baring recorded that she had been given the volumes of the diary by her brother, William Howe Windham, shortly before his death in 1854.​[63]​ Although she admitted that the journal was, ‘in truth chiefly a record of Mr. Windham’s health and feelings, made for himself alone, which can hardly be supposed to possess much general interest’, she hoped that the public would find ‘many passages interspersed in it, strongly indicative of his character, which I trust I shall be forgiven for wishing to rescue from oblivion’.​[64]​
The account itself was met with considerable interest in the 1860s, because of Windham’s enduring reputation as a Georgian ‘statesman’. By then his main legacy was his reputation as a great parliamentary orator and phrase maker, ‘an able, honest and indefatigable senator’ whose speeches were ‘bold and masculine’,​[65]​ recalled most recently in Lord Brougham’s Historical Sketches of 1855.​[66]​ Even so, The Edinburgh Review reflected that, ‘to our generation, Windham the politician begins to be a forgotten name’, because ‘his rank, though considerable, was secondary, and secondary men, like secondary events, lose their public interest’.​[67]​ The remark for which he was best remembered was probably his comment in March 1790 about electoral reform in the context of the French Revolution that one might as well think about repairing the roof in ‘this hurricane season’.​[68]​
Brougham’s recollections of Windham alluded to his reputation for inconsistency (particularly moving against the abolition of slavery, and from opposition to joining Pitt’s ministry in 1794), and his contrary political opinions. Brougham noted Windham’s ‘love of paradox’, which was so often ‘the rock on which he … made shipwreck in debate’.​[69]​ He thought that Windham’s intellectual nature meant that his mind was too open to doubt or contrary opinions for him to be an effective politician who identified a course of action and stuck to it. This tendency to ‘doubt and balance’ could be ‘fatal to vigour in council, as well as most prejudicial to the effects of eloquence, by breaking the force of his blows’.​[70]​ Sir John Sinclair had also drawn attention to ‘that singular indecision, for which, notwithstanding his superior talents, this extraordinary man was remarkable’.​[71]​ Ultimately, Brougham believed Windham’s ‘hesitating disposition’ made him more of a ‘follower, if not a worshipper’ or those whose opinions were firmer, notably Samuel Johnson and Edmund Burke, who ‘were the deities whom he adored’.​[72]​ At the same time,
the indomitable bravery of his disposition, and his loathing of everything mean, or that savoured of truckling to mere power, not infrequently led him to prefer a course of conduct, or a line of argument, because of their running counter to public opinion or the general feeling.​[73]​
This manifested itself with his reactionary hostility to abolitionism, parliamentary reform or public education. Brougham’s recollection was, therefore, ultimately a recapitulation of the image that had prevailed particularly during Windham’s final decade. It chimed almost exactly with the verdict of the Weekly Entertainer written a month after Windham’s death, which noted that ‘his intrepidity, both personal and mental, occasionally verged into obstinacy; into a kind of defiance which there was no bending, and with which there was no dealing’.​[74]​
Windham’s Diary supported many of these value judgements, but also revealed a very different, much less dashing character, which reviewers in 1866 found rather disconcerting. This was admitted in the introduction written many years earlier by George Ellis. He noted that its pages were filled with melancholy introspection:
… a disease which, without much hastening his death, might deprive life of all its enjoyments… The corroding anxiety which had thus fastened on his mind, explains that sudden air of dejection which was observable even in his gayest moments, that “dread of competition, and habitual distrust of his own abilities” of which he often expresses his consciousness, and that hesitating indecision which formed such a singular contrast with the general firmness of his manly and intrepid character.​[75]​
	This was a theme that was highlighted in reviews of the Diary, which were published in the spring and summer of 1866. For some commentators, such as the one in the Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Sciences & Art the Diary was a considerable disappointment, because it contained,
little more than the bald jottings of the houses at which he dined, and of the company whom he met there; of the books which he read… and finally, of the reflections which occurred to him, as they do to everybody else who keeps a diary, upon broken resolutions, wasted time, and unexecuted plans.​[76]​
Worst of all, though ‘every page is crammed with the names of famous persons’, the diary revealed ‘nothing about them… If he had recorded ever so briefly what they had talked about at these gatherings, or what he thought of this or that trait in his eminent associates, his Diary would have been a great deal more entertaining’.​[77]​
Other reviewers noted the same ‘lack of general interest’, but made a virtue out of it. The two most perceptive, thoughtful reviews were published in The Examiner of 30th June 1866 and the Edinburgh Review the previous April. The Examiner repeated that the Diary ‘tells very little about the writer’s public life’, as might have been expected. Instead, it noted that the record seemed primarily to be a litany ‘of the points that seemed to him most helpful to a true understanding of his own character’. However, the reviewer went on to doubt even this:
It may be questioned whether the diary did give him any help at all; it is quite clear that it does not show him as he appeared to the world during his lifetime… It only agrees with the public estimate of his character in one respect, though that is the most important of all, - it shows how painfully and earnestly he strove, in little things and great, to be a good and honest man… Full of self-reproaches and self-examination, it gives a distorted and, sometimes, ludicrous view of his character, but it does show very curiously, and much to the profit of all who read it, that “the finest gentleman of his age” made himself so by keeping a close watch on all his steps, by punishing himself for every little slip, and by persistently goading himself to further progress.​[78]​
	The Edinburgh Review developed the theme of Windham’s obsessive self-examination, describing Mrs. Baring’s ‘very singular little volume’ as ‘a journal of the diagnosis of a mental constitution much diseased’, by habitual self-doubt, lack of self-confidence, indecision and prevarication, and repeated hypochondria.​[79]​ Windham’s ‘odd self-tormenting way’ subverted many of the facets of character on which his existing reputation had been based. He was remembered as a paragon of ‘country’ virtue, but ‘the duties of Norfolk society bored him extremely’. He had shown himself to be a passionate defender of fighting and hunting, but his diary revealed that ‘he was not a passionate or even habitual sportsman’.​[80]​ His reputation was as a dashing dare-devil, ready to fly in a balloon, jump into a mob, or go to the front lines without hesitation, yet ‘the same suspicion of his own manliness beset him whenever he experience… a new “ sensation” in the way of danger’. As the Review reflected, ‘this is probably the case with most men; but then they do not record their remissness in their diaries’.​[81]​
Yet, the reviewer thought that the Diary was actually a hopeful volume, because it revealed how ‘by very slow degrees’ Windham had been able to ‘throw off this chronic complaint, insomuch that, after many a year of incessant grappling with this strange fiend who besets him, he seems at last to repel the assaults with greater and greater ease’.​[82]​ The Diary helped to explain those ‘peculiarities in Windham’s mind and ways, which baffled observers of his own time’, by showing that ‘his vacillation of purpose was constitutional… part of that fearfully delicate mental organisation of which these pages afford so many other evidences’.​[83]​ The Review suggested that, in fact, the French Revolution, and the subsequent war, had caused Windham to snap out of his self-absorption, with the moral that ‘such besetting afflictions really are, in many cases, mere phantoms; that they will gradually disappear… wearing themselves out, imperceptibly’. The end result was that ‘the poor hypochondriac’ was transformed ‘into a healthy and self-reliant man’.​[84]​
In the absence of much personal correspondence, it is difficult to know whether Mrs. Baring had expected or hoped for this kind of response. While rescuing Windham from oblivion, she had also undermined much of his reputation as an effortless orator, imperturbable statesman, and a polished and learned socialite. For some commentators, Windham was devalued by the revelations about his inadequacies and insecurities. For others, his historical interest was enhanced, but primarily as an illustration of the pathologies of public life. Either way, as Windham the man became better known, his position as one of the stars of Pitt’s ‘ministry of all the talents’ began to appear less secure.
Part of the problem was revealed a decade later, in All The Year Round. In 1877, the journal founded by Dickens and continued by his eldest son, Charles, carried a short article on the Windham Diaries. The periodical’s editorial stance retained an echo of Dickens’ 1830s ‘radicalism’, in satirising the kind of political opinions that Windham appeared to represent. It reported that publication of Windham’s Diary had been welcomed by ‘survivors of the good old sort’, rather than:
Degenerate persons, who took no interest in the noble art of self-defence... and entertained a squeamish feeling respecting bull-baiting, cock-fighting, badger-baiting, and dog-fighting ...​[85]​
The diaries would give such lily-livered types ‘an opportunity of reading the inmost thoughts of “one of the right sort”, of a buck, a blood, a dandy, a Corinthian of the Corinthians’. The journal was able to caricature Windham in this way because, in many respects, his opinions, behaviour and values now appeared anachronistic, and attractive to only the most hide-bound reactionaries. The ‘perfect English gentleman’ was now a model from a different era, as well as ‘a very second-rate’ politician.​[86]​
In fact, the journal’s subsequent discussion of Windham’s life and character was much more nuanced, echoing that of the Edinburgh Review a decade earlier. It depicted Windham as an illustration of ‘the principle advocated by Dr Oliver Wendell Holmes, who points out that man is manifold’, with an interior life that might often be at odds with his exterior image.​[87]​ The essay followed reviewers’ reaction to the Diary, noting that Windham’s preoccupation with ‘self-culture’ had ensured that ‘that praiseworthy pursuit’ had been ‘so frantically undertaken as to become a perpetual torture’.​[88]​ However, it also focused on how Windham was able to maintain different personae simultaneously, so that:
... this amateur of prize-fights could be the same man who, in the privacy of his own library, took himself severely to task for want of application and incapacity for continuous thought...
This meant that ‘the gay, the gallant, the witty Windham, as he appeared to others’, could also be ‘the hard student demanding of himself a rigid account of the employment of every day’.​[89]​ In this sense, the journal found Windham interesting precisely because his diary revealed a man who defied the one-dimensional behavioural stereotypes on which many popular characterisations were based. In the language of the 1870s, it showed that it was possible for a man to be both ‘hearty’ and ‘aesthete’.
Despite this depiction of more positive sides to Windham’s character, his reputation as a vacillating neurotic became entrenched thereafter. In the English Historical Review in 1912, John Holland Rose considered the relationship between Windham, Pitt and Burke during the 1790s.​[90]​ In sketching out Windham’s character, Holland Rose echoed the judgements of the Diary’s reviewers in 1866. While he ‘sustained with dignity the character of a cultured and warm-hearted gentleman’, the Diary provided evidence that ‘there was something wanting in Windham’.
Restlessness and self-examination impaired alike his health and his capacity for decision and action. His studies, as he was painfully aware, led to no definite results; and in the political arena his critical aloofness weakened his powers of eloquence and enthusiasm which should have carried him to the highest rank.​[91]​
Rose followed the judgements of Windham’s contemporaries so closely that his comments paraphrased those of memoirists such as Sir John Sinclair, on Windham’s ‘refined and subtle’ Commons’ speeches.​[92]​ He concluded that for all his intellectual abilities, rhetorical powers and social graces, Windham’s credentials as an effective political operator and model ‘man-of-action’ were undermined by the revelation of his insecurities and introspection. Indeed, Rose thought ‘Windham’s moods were so various and perverse’ that he could ‘scarcely be trusted’ as a reliable contemporary observer.​[93]​ In his introduction to the 1913 edition of Windham’s letters, the Earl of Rosebery passed a judgement that was even starker. He observed that historically, Windham ‘was fated to be something of a suicide’, because his Diary had ‘dealt an almost mortal blow to his own reputation’.​[94]​ He believed that although Windham had ‘set store by it, as if, one would think, he regarded it as a sure base for his future fame… any judicious friend would have put it without hesitation behind the fire’. For the former Prime Minister, Windham’s Diary offered ‘an explanation of why he did not achieve more in public life’.​[95]​
It is full of vacillation on the smallest points of conduct, full of morbid self-reproach on every subject, and in a minor degree disfigured by a lavish use of the distressing substantive ‘feel’ almost if not quite peculiar to himself.​[96]​
Writing from experience as a party leader, Rosebery summed up Windham’s character by emphasizing that ‘his prime quality was independence, at once the choicest and the least serviceable of all qualities in political life’, added to a penchant for being ‘excessive in enthusiasm, excessive in resentment’.​[97]​ This led to Windham being, ultimately, ‘a rocket of which one cannot predict the course’, whose oratory was a powerful, but ill-directed weapon, spurred on by his ‘one burning enthusiasm, the crusade against Jacobinism’.​[98]​ It was left to Robert Wyndham Ketton-Cremer, Norfolk historian and successor to the Windham’s seat at Felbrigg, to try to rehabilitate William Windham and the Windham family in a series of publications after the First World War.​[99]​
IV
Perhaps appropriately, therefore, William Windham presents a paradox – someone who strove so desperately to fulfil all the prerequisites for masculine authority and leadership, that the very monitoring of his efforts eventually undid all his hard work, by revealing it to be hard work. This was all the more ironic, because it occurred just at the point where Windham’s actual life and personality were beginning to fade, leaving the record of his speeches and his political actions (the end results of all his agonising) to represent his historical legacy.
	Clearly, Windham was something of a neurotic, many of whose personal relationships were quite difficult, and who could appear to be a rather self-absorbed loner outside the ranks of London high society.​[100]​ It is interesting to note that contemporary observers commented on many of the behavioural traits that Windham recorded critically in his Diary. Yet, these only became decisive for Windham’s reputation when the diaries revealed the extent to which they were embedded in his personality, and how they had consumed his energies. It was one thing for a politician to be flawed but to battle on regardless. It was another for that politician to sabotage himself repeatedly because he was so wrapped up in his own flaws and faults.
	Windham provides a fascinating example both of the workings of elite masculinity, but also of contemporary and later attitudes to male leadership and power. Contemporaries and later reviewers isolated positive qualities in his character – his personal and moral bravery, adherence to principle, intellectual strengths, oratorical skills, social graces and style. These pointed to more fundamental and relatively unchanging positive masculine traits – courage, honour, virtue, wisdom and authority. They recognised that these values were performative, in that they were as much extrinsic as intrinsic – they had constantly to be exercised, repeated and rehearsed. This required all men, but particularly men in public life, to remain watchful over their behaviour, values and beliefs.
	However, Windham’s Achilles heel was that his watchfulness became paralysing, because he was so obsessed with doing the right thing, or behaving to the highest standards, that this undercut the actual performance of these values. Reviewers were particularly scathing because the objects of many of his concerns appeared to be insignificant details, rather than larger moral questions or judgements. Absorption in such details was unworthy of the ‘statesman’ whose mind should be on higher things, or at least, larger issues. In this sense, his reputation was devalued not just because his assured elite poise was undermined by the evidence of his constant fretfulness, but also because his inability to distinguish the important from the unimportant in personal matters seemed now to explain the quixotic political behaviour that had sometimes baffled his contemporaries.
To nineteenth and early twentieth-century observers, Windham’s Diary confirmed him in the ‘second-rank’ of Georgian politicians, because it exposed a deep-seated flaw in his ‘character’, that left him unable fully to realise a set of values that they, too, regarded as highly desirable within a political elite with which they could still identify (independently wealthy, highly educated, white male politicians). As Ben Griffin has noted, the norms embedded in ‘in class-specific notions of gentlemanliness’, within political life were always highly constructed and heavily policed.​[101]​ While these changed during the nineteenth century, as ideals of masculine ‘vigour’ or ‘virtue’ became separated from the violence and sexual licence accepted in Windham’s era, they were manifested through the same balancing act – in which a series of acquired and contrived dispositions and behaviours were made to appear innate and ‘natural’. By illustrating the amount of effort and anguish that went into this construction, Windham’s diary devalued his positive qualities in the eyes of such observers – his struggles showed that he did not quite make the grade, despite all his erudition, social graces, and (above all) his rhetorical power and political daring.
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